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A political battle is heating up between the Panamanian government and the country's opposition
parties for control of the state agency in charge of overseeing the return of US- controlled lands
adjacent to the Panama Canal. Critics claim that recent reforms passed by the National Assembly to
amend the agency will allow President Ernest Perez Balladares and his administration to manipulate
the office for their own political ends, and possibly for personal economic gain. On Feb. 21, the
Panamanian legislature approved amendments to reform the statutes that regulate the Autoridad de
la Region Interoceanica (ARI). The ARI is responsible for the administration of land and installations
surrounding the Panama Canal that have been or will be turned over to Panama by the US.
According to the 1977 Torrijos-Carter treaties, Panama will assume total control of the Panama
Canal and all adjacent areas by Dec. 31, 1999. In fact, the US has been gradually transferring Canal
properties to Panamanian authorities since 1979. The total value of lands and property within the
Canal Zone is approximately US$30 billion, in an area covering 1,500 sq. km. (see NotiSur, 12/9/94).
The National Assembly passed the modifications by a 38 to 26 margin, with the approving votes cast
by members of the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratica (PRD). The 26 opposing votes
were cast by the Partida Democrata Cristiana (PDC) and other members of the opposition, with six
abstentions from the center-left "Papa Egoro" movement, headed by singer Ruben Blades. Among
other things, the new amendments increase the number of the ARI's board of directors from nine
to 11 members, allow the president to directly appoint the administrator of the agency, and require
that the US military makes sure that the lands it turns over are completely free of all weapons,
explosives, or other war materiel.
In 1992, then president Guillermo Endara had called for the establishment of an agency to manage
the lands and installations in the Canal Zone, after US officials complained of Panama's lack of
preparedness to deal with the eventual handover by the US (see NotiSur, 05/01/92). However, the
ARI did not begin functioning until 1993, when a nine-member board of directors was named by the
president to serve for five-year terms, and those appointments were then ratified by the legislature.
Still, although the constitutional amendments that allowed for the ARI's creation were approved
by the previous legislature in March 1993, the amendments still needed ratification by a second
legislature, which took office last year. However, when President Perez Balladares assumed control
of the government in September 1994, he charged that ARI had been operated inefficiently by
Endara's appointees and he began to promote other reforms to make the ARI more responsive to his
government. He also complained that the ARI has moved too slowly in preparing Panama to receive
and manage the land and other installations yet to be returned by the US.
In addition, the president said that the ARI has failed to attract foreign investment to those areas
that have already been returned, meaning that much of the land that is now in Panamanian
hands has simply fallen into disuse. The opposition, however, claims that the real intention of the
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modifications is to get rid of the ARI's present administrator, Jose Chen Barria, a Christian Democrat
and Endara loyalist. Chen Barria charges that Perez Balladares's administration simply wants to
gain control of the land area being returned to Panama. Indeed, unless carefully monitored, the
land and installations being handed over represent tremendous potential for personal enrichment.
The opposition parties fear that the ARI could become a conduit for wide-spread corruption in the
next few years. (Sources: Agence France-Presse and Reuter, 02/21/95; Inter Press Service, 02/15/95,
02/22/95)
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